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For the Classroom 
 
In this essay, the author analyzes the types of business writing conducted at the 
National Weather Service (NWS) with the view to examining not only how business writing can 
be classified as scientific writing, but also how such writing practices are conducted in a 
scientific world. The author notes that a majority of the scientific writing done can also be 
considered “business writing,” especially those organizational pieces of writing such as memos, 
emails, public service announcements, reports, among others that are used to communicate 
certain information within the organization or to the general public. 
The study adopts a mixed method approach to research. Official documents from the 
National Weather Service were collected and textually analyzed. Likewise, an interview was 
conducted to make sense of the analyzed documents. Using Elizabeth Wardle’s Activity Theory, 
the study finds out that the primary purpose the business writings conducted at the NWS were 
to share information among local offices of the NWS, as well as to inform the teeming 
population of the United States about the weather condition using tools such as social media 
and their website. 
As a class, identify what you think is the main claim of the author’s argument, and 
choose key examples to support your answer. Compare your chosen claim and examples to 
those chosen by your classmates. Do they differ significantly? Can you agree on the author’s 
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Abstract 
This report discusses and analyzes various types of business writing conducted in the National 
Weather Service office. This report focuses on three documents provided by Samantha Carr, a 
meteorologist at the National Weather Service office in Louisville. This report presents an analysis 
and discussion of each document, as well as an interview between Samantha and me about the 
various types of business writing done on a shift. The purpose of this report is to inform and 
educate individuals about the genre-specific types of writing to expect within the workplace and 
how to approach this writing in a professional and educated manner. 
 
Introduction 
In the scientific community, the term “business writing” does not usually come to mind. The 
type of writing we do is more often than not coined “scientific writing” instead. For me, when I hear 
business writing, I think emails or inter-departmental memos. Whereas, scientific writing would be 
case studies or research papers. However, a majority of the scientific writing done can also be 
considered “business writing”. In today’s changing society, many scientists struggle to keep up 
with the business side of their occupation, as it is not generally touched on in the academic setting. 
The business of the National Weather Service (NWS) is to “provide weather, water, and climate 
data, forecasts and warnings for the protection of lives and property and enhancement of the 
national economy” (NOAA, 2003). Within the National Weather Service, one must not only interact 
with fellow employee’s but also the general public, and even companies who wish to utilize the 
information provided by the NWS. 
This study analyzes the type of writing done by forecast meteorologists––an occupation that 
many undergraduate atmospheric scientists wish to pursue. Highlighting various documents that 
we do not normally come across in academia will hopefully give some insights as to the kind of 
writing expected within a professional setting. Samantha Carr was gracious enough to devote her 
time and energy to explain the kind of writing done on a daily basis as a forecast meteorologist, 
and how to best prepare for the professional world. Samantha Carr graduated from the University 
of North Dakota with a Masters in Atmospheric Science. With that, she has been a forecast 
meteorologist for over a year at the Louisville Office, while also working at NWS Charleston, prior. 
 
Methodology 
There were two ways in which this research was conducted. First, a document analysis was 
employed. I was supplied with three separate documents, 1.) An area forecast discussion, 2.) 
Shareholders reports, and 3.) Inter-office emails. The Area forecast discussion (AFD) and inter-
office emails are both daily types of business writing done within the NWS. The AFD is a product 
which communicates the type of weather expected over a particular region. This product is 
published every six hours, in order to stay as current as possible. Inter-office emails cover a large 
breadth of topics but are important as they communicate anything individuals in the workplace 
may need to know. Lastly, the shareholders report is an annual report written and shared with 
individuals who hold stock within the NWS. It is meant to outline how these individuals’ 
investments have been put to use within the NWS. An analysis of these documents provides 
insights into what choices are made within business writing in the NWS, and how these choices 
lead to effective communication in the workplace. 
Second, an interview with Samantha Carr, a meteorologist at the NWS Office in Louisville, 
was conducted. In this interview, we discussed the different types of writing she does daily and 
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how she goes about completing said writing. Her insights, together with the analysis of these 
documents, allow the study to draw certain conclusions about the kind of workplace writing done 
within the NWS, and how to effectively and professionally conduct our writing.  
 
Results 
I. Area Forecast Discussion 
The first document analyzed was an Area Forecast Discussion, AFD (Appendix A). The Area 
Forecast Discussion is an analytical report which describes expected weather over a region, in 
our case it will be central Kentucky. The AFD is one of the most important types of business 
writing done within the National Weather Service, NWS, and is an integral part of day to day 
operations within the NWS. Every AFD is written with two components in mind, its purpose and 
audience. Both of these elements interplay and dictate how the author will write their AFD.  
The AFD’s primary purpose is to inform the public, the primary audience, about short-term 
and long-term weather expected over a given region. One thing to note is that the general public 
(or a layperson) does not normally read the AFD. The public that reads the AFD tends to be other 
weather-junkies, or individuals, such as students, like myself, within the field. This means 
meteorologists have to juggle between using jargon and layman’s terms in case a layperson 
happens across the AFD. With all of this in mind, we can better understand why certain choices 
were made within the document. Primarily, I will discuss how word choice, personality, visual 







The excerpt in Fig. 1 is a portion of an AFD written by Samantha Carr. According to Samantha, 
“I guess that [AFD] is where you can maybe go into more detail, maybe with sentence length, or 
like, explain the concept more in plain terms, rather than like a very concise short statement with 
just like a lot of jargon.” An example of this is: “Instability looks rather weak…so not thinking much 
in the way of significant impacts. Rather, brief heavy downpours, gusty winds, and occasional 
rumbles of thunder.” In this, Samantha included a rather scientific term, “instability”. So, let us 
break this down and see why this is an effective excerpt. The first buzzword to note is “significant 
impacts”, which in the context of this sentence is said to be very unlikely. However, at this point 
we may not know what she means by significant impacts. This is cleared up in the second part of 
the excerpt. She says that “brief downpours, gusty winds, and thunder…seem more likely”. 
Therefore, we can infer that 1.) Significant impacts are unlikely, and 2.) A significant impact must 
be stronger [more significant] than the other events listed (heavy downpours, gusty winds, and 
occasional rumbles of thunder). Therefore, we can determine that weak instability will lead to 
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weaker events, whereas strong instability would likely lead to “significant impact” events. Thus, in 
this kind of writing, it is possible to explain a confusing concept by using simple words and 
examples to lead your reader to a conclusion. 
Moreover, Samantha mentioned that the NWS has recently integrated a new, and very helpful 
feature for writing AFDs. In the excerpt above, there are many highlighted terms in the AFD. This 
is automatically done after the AFD has been generated. If clicked on, these hyperlinks, which 
are mainly included on scientific terms, redirect you to the NWS’s glossary which contains a 
definition and example of the term. This is done because it helps the public understand certain 
concepts without having supplemental explanation. As a writer this is extremely helpful, because 
you do not have to spend time explaining every single term you use. Although, you can explain 
some of them, especially if it is relevant to the current weather, it is however not always 
necessary.  
Another important aspect to keep in mind when writing an AFD is the use of geographic 
locations. In Fig. 1, the locations used are the “Ohio River Valley”, and “Dakotas”. These provide 
the public with a point of reference for understanding the weather report. Moreover, this is 
important for our secondary audience as well. Samantha talked about how they “usually 
collaborate with other offices”, and including these locations helps these other offices in 
understanding how and when the predicted weather may affect them. 
Visually and structurally, all AFDs are required to be the same. As outlined within the Public 
Weather Forecast Product Specifications publication, “AFDs must contain an introductory 
heading…such as SHORT TERM and LONG TERM” (Horvitz, 2017), as well as any optional 
subheadings. More specifics are outlined within this document, however having a rigid set of 
guidelines does two things: Firstly, it makes the document easy to read and more accessible. For 
instance, let us look at the font type used in the AFD (Appendix A). One can see that the font is 
extremely readable, especially because a sans-serif font has been used. An example of this can 





Essentially, a sans-serif font does not have extraneous lines, which can be seen, for instance, 
at the bottom of ‘A’ or the top of ‘M’. Many studies have been done in an attempt to examine the 
validity of this statement. One such study was done by Dan Boyarski of Carnegie Mellon 
University in which he and his colleagues conducted a series of reading tests using varying font 
types. Based on the test, it was concluded that most of the subjects preferred reading the sans-
serif font, over a serif font (Boyarski, 1998). Moreover, the use of legible fonts allows individuals 
to find specific headings more easily. For instance, all AFDs in Louisville are required to include 
an Aviation weather discussion. Hence, using a legible font type for its specific headings in the 
AFDs will enable a company like UPS Freights to find relevant information such as weather which 
would affect air travel in a timely manner. 
Secondly, having a rigid set of guidelines helps to create a uniform report throughout the NWS. 
Leslie Seawright, author of Genre of Power, outlines why this is important. In her book, she details 
her experience within the Jackson Police Department, and the writing of police reports within it. 
She notes, “Jackson PD, unlike other departments, does not have specific requirements on how 
reports are organized…(whereas) in other departments reports are often written according to very 
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detailed templates” (Seawright, pg. 8). She goes on to detail how this “freedom in how reports are 
organized and written” leads to a failure to report key information. This not only leads to 
disorganization within the office but could also confuse any outside audience that may come 
across the report. It is critical for the NWS to have this standardized template, especially because 
there is collaboration not only within the NWS office itself, but also with neighboring NWS offices. 
Because weather prediction is time sensitive, meteorologists need to know what they are looking 
for in a timely manner. If each office had its own way of organizing information, there would be 
valuable time lost just looking for information. 
 
II. Shareholders Report 
The next document I analyzed was the NWS Louisville’s Annual Shareholders Report 
(Appendix B). This is a progress report meant to highlight various advances within the NWS to 
individuals who have invested money into the agency. Although this report is not a daily product, 
it is a type of writing which carries a lot of authority. Each member of the Louisville Office was 
tasked with writing a brief passage within the report, explaining a primary project they worked on 
throughout the year. Samantha, who is the Student Coordinator Lead, wrote about the various 
student interns the office had throughout the 2018 fiscal year, and what impacts they have had 
within the NWS.  
The primary purpose of this report is to inform and persuade shareholders. The shareholders 
report needs to show and inform investors that their money is being put to good use. By proving 
that their money is of value, the report persuades those individuals to continue investing into the 
NWS. Word choice, formatting, and consideration of rhetorical moves such as ethos, logos, and 
pathos serve as the basis for analysis for determining the effectiveness of writing the shareholders 
report.  
Samantha begins her report with, “many opportunities exist in the NWS for college students 
to gain valuable work experience, both as paid scholars and unpaid volunteers. In fact, many 
current NWS employees began their careers by having participated in such programs.” These 
introductory sentences are extremely effective because they immediately appeal to the readers 
emotions (pathos). By mentioning that most NWS employees begin as volunteers, Samantha is 
giving a concrete example as to why the shareholders’ continued support is necessary. These 
sentences also set up stories Samantha will tell later within the report, making the emotional 
connection even stronger. Samantha includes an infographic in her report, constituting an 




First, an infographic like this (Fig. 3) breaks up the monotony of a paper. Rather than just 
having a page filled with words, including this image gives the reader a break, that way they are 
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more likely to retain the information being presented to them. Moreover, she also decides to 
include a photo of herself and a student volunteer. John Berger, in his short story Photographs of 
Agony, describes why photography is the most effective emotional medium. He states, “According 
to them (people), McCullin (Vietnam photographer) serves as an eye we cannot shut…they bring 
us up to short. The most literal adjective that could be applied to them is arresting. We are seized 
by them” (Berger, 1980). This gives us insight as to why we remember most major events through 
photography. The Battle of Iwo Jima, Nick Ut’s Terror of War, or Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother 
are just a few of the countless moments in history we remember through a camera lens. 
 Photographs are effective because they capture a single moment, and all the emotions which 
occur within that moment. In Samantha’s case, the photograph shows that the NWS’s student 
volunteer program is a positive and fun experience; and gives a visible face to the students 
mentioned within the report. All of these choices lead to what constitutes an effective and 
professional report.  
 
III. Inter-Office Emails 
The last document I analyzed was an inter-office email (Appendix C). An email is a daily 
business writing task, which is meant to convey an array of information. Primarily its task is to 
inform other employees of the NWS about different events, tasks, and news occurring on a daily 
or weekly basis. The email I was given access to was one of the previous messages sent to every 
employee of the Louisville Office. In it, it details the addition of three new student volunteers for 
the spring term and a description of each of the students. 
Samantha stated that “it shows how I write casually. When I am writing to students (and other 
employees), I don't want to seem very intimidating.” One thing to note is that the environment 
within the NWS Louisville office is very unique. From my experience, and accounts of others, 
many other offices are not as cordial and relaxed as NWS Louisville office when it comes to 
employee-to-student and employee-to-employee communication. However, because of the 
environment she is in, Samantha can use a more informal tone in many of her day-to-day emails. 
One indication of this is her use of the “😊” emoticon in the first paragraph of her email as seen 





Samantha also mentioned that not all of her emails take this tone as the tone of her email 
message depends on whom she is sending such to. She said she would not take as a relaxed 
tone with John Gordon, the meteorologist in charge. But, since the email was to the entire staff, 
the more informal approach was acceptable.  
Purdue OWL states, “Be sure to open your email with a greeting like Dear Dr. Jones, or Ms. 
Smith…write clear, short paragraphs and be direct and to the point… be friendly and cordial” ––
all of which Samantha reaffirms and presents in her own email. She begins her email with “All”. 
While this may not be the best choice, it is perhaps the most effective option because she is 
emailing a large group of people. She also ensures that her email is succinct and does not 
unnecessarily waste the readers’ time. Her purpose is to inform the staff about incoming student 
volunteers. She does not need to give a biography on each of the students, rather, one to two 
sentences are adequate. Lastly, to close her mail, she notes that “I always sign off with best or 
warm regards. I try not to just do your generic thing. So, I try to make it a little bit more personal. 
And then I have my signature with, you know, where I work and my phone number, in case they 
need to get in touch with me.” This personal touch, seen in Fig. 5, not only shows she has put 
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time and effort into her email, but also gives the recipient contact information in case said 








Now that we know what kind of writing is expected within the NWS, we need to answer a few 
questions: What purpose does this writing serve, and what outcome does it help achieve? For 
this, we can primarily use Elizabeth Wardle’s, a writing and rhetoric professor at Miami University, 





First, the purpose of Activity Theory is to 
Focus on the relationships among shared activities within 
communities and individual participant's sometimes competing 
understandings of motives, conventions, and divisions of labor for 
 RYAN 26 
 
carrying out the activities, provides a framework for understanding 
the interactions of individuals, groups, and texts, that enables 
researchers to illustrate the complex interactions among various 
aspects of an activity system” (Wardle, 2004). 
To put it more plainly, Activity Theory analyzes how different parts of an environment can 
influence a desired outcome within a system. As seen in Fig 6, there are multiple aspects of 
Activity Theory, all of which are inter-related and important to understanding how this desired 
outcome is reached. In this study, our “environment” is the NWS; and our outcome is the NWS’s 
mission, which is to “provide weather, water, and climate data, forecasts and warnings for the 
protection of life and property and enhancement of the national economy" (NOAA, 2003). There 
are two key aspects of Activity Theory which dictate how effective the NWS’s outcome will be, 
these are tools and community. Analyzing these two aspects specifically can help use answer the 
research questions.  
In the NWS, a multitude of tools are used in order to achieve its desired outcome. For instance, 
there is a programming software called AWIPS, Advanced Weather Interactive Processing 
System, which is the cornerstone for meteorologists’ forecasts. Other tools include the writing we 
discussed, as well as some writing I have yet to touch on. I asked Samantha which of the writings 
she did has the most credibility attached to it. She responded, “I feel like the social media with 
how much it's taken over that affects our credibility more.” According to Nielson, an information 
and data measurement firm “57 million Americans made checking weather…part of their daily 
routine in June 2013. Overall, visitors spent an average of 24 minutes per person on these sites, 
and they checked for updates often—11 visits per person on average.” 
Moreover, NOAA/NWS were ranked 4th in the list of most visits by unique users. With so many 
Americans making checking weather a part of their routine, as well as an abundance of resources 
to get this information, it is important for the NWS to try and reach individuals over multiple 
platforms. This is especially important because the NWS ranks fairly low on average website 
visits. The NWS relies heavily on Facebook and Twitter to interact with consumers, in hopes to 
gain their trust and amass “clicks”. At its core, the NWS is a business. Like any company it needs 
money to continue to operate and provide a service to the American public. More clicks mean 




The tweet above is in regard to a wind advisory for Louisville, Kentucky. The tweet contains a 
brief description of the event as well as an infographic. The infographic includes how confident 
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the NWS is of their forecast, depicting what individuals can expect along with extremely strong 
winds. Moreover, the NWS shows they care about the individual because they include some 
possible hazards one can expect if they are caught out in the storm. Tweets, such as this, show 
that the NWS cares about the safety and well-being of the individual, as well as their confidence 
in their ability to predict the weather. This allows the public to put their trust in the weather service, 
and therefore, more likely to use their services: NWS Website and social media platforms.  
Seawright explains that “the public criticism of law enforcement creates a type of institutional 
insecurity for officers and their supervisors. Constant scrutiny from lawyers, judges, media, and 
the public can create an environment of hyper-awareness and fear of judgment in police 
departments” (pg. 34). This idea of insecurity persists within the world of meteorology; however, 
it is not to the extent (to what seems like near hysteria) outlined within this police department. 
Samantha said online information is the most accessible, and easy to digest for the public. So, it 
is important that everything posted to twitter is double checked and professional because if this 
information is wrong, they the National Weather Service will get called out.  
There are many instances where this has happened and dampened the credibility of the office 
here in Louisville. This is a big deal because the “weather market” in Louisville, and around the 
world is so saturated. By that, I mean there are many avenues from where to get your weather 
updates (apps, T.V. etc). Therefore, if it seems like the NWS is getting the weather wrong a lot, 
people might no longer depend on them for weather posts on their Twitter and Facebook pages, 
or their website. That means less revenue, likes, clicks and so on, which could have a lot of 
implications on the office itself. Therefore, we can see how the public (community) plays a huge 
part in what writing (tools) will be used, in order for the NWS to achieve a successful outcome.  
An interesting avenue of further research could be: How does the public’s access to 
information affect writing styles within the NWS? This could be an interesting topic to delve into 
because people’s attention spans have never been shorter. Further analysis into specific social 
media posts could give us more insight into this question. For instance, will posts in the future 
contain any words at all? Perhaps everything will be presented in pictures or infographics. Right 
now, a majority of weather posts include a graphic representing the weather expected, and the 
high and low for the day. It would also be interesting to see how further developments in the world 
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